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Compared with the amount which has been written about the 
Chinese as a racial question during the nineteenth century, little 
attention has been paid to their everyday relations with Europeans in 
the communities where they lived and worked. The amount of anti-Chinese 
legislation passed by the parliaments of Queensland and the other states 
before the turn of the century would suggest that the average Australian 
was in a state of constant terror of a Chinese invasion, and that an 
atmosphere of active antagonism between the races prevailed. This was 
only the case in certain places (usually mining areas) or for short 
periods, and often legislation reflected these exceptional circumstances 
rather than the more normal tenor of race relations. In order to 
understand racial interaction at community level, it is necessary to 
note the effect of contemporary racial assumptions on the popular outlook 
and the way in which these were translated by local circumstances into 
patterns of behaviour towards the Chinese. 
By the time North Queensland was settled, certain racial 
assumptions had become ingrained virtually throughout society. 
Australians, in common with other Westerners, accepted the existence of 
a number of inherently different human races,-whose cultural and mental 
as well as physical traits were supposedly racially determined and who 
could be ranked hierarchically on the basis of these characteristics. 
Needless to say, Europeans placed themselves at the top of the hierarchy. 
These assumptions were the product of intense scientific and 
ethnographic discussion, but none of this intellectual controversy was 
apparent in the Australian country town. Instead Australians seem to 
have accepted the tenets of racism as axioms requiring no thought or 
discussion. As a result of this outlook the Chinese were regarded as 
an inherently alien and inferior element in society incapable of sharing 
the interests or emotions of Europeans. This concept of apartness did 
not inevitably give rise to racial hostility, though It was certainly a 
prerequisite for it. Rather, it caused Europeans to perceive the Chinese 
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not as fellow citizens, but as a factor in the wellbeing or otherwise 
of the white community. Whether the effect of this outlook upon racial 
attitudes was good or bad generally depended on local circumstances. 
In Cairns during the eighteen nineties local- conditions 
encouraged tolerance of the Chinese perhaps more so than in any other 
town in Australia. Indeed Cairns became known as the town "where white 
men take their hats off to Chinamen", and was the object of many jibes 
from Southem newspapers on this count. This happy state of race 
relations was due largely to economic factors. From the start of 
settlement in Cairns in 1876 Europeans left the heavy work associated 
with pioneering to the Chinese. Not only did the Chinese fell the dense 
vegetation typical of the area; they also undertook hoe cultivation on 
newly cleared land which, for several years, could not be worked with a 
plough. Thus the Chinese became the main agriculturalists of the area 
and by the eighteen nineties (the decade when Chinese settlement was at 
its peak) Europeans depended upon them not only for garden produce, but 
also for the income earned from the export of Chinese-grown crops, 
principally bananas. 
These agricultural opportunities attracted over two thousand 
Chinese to Cairns, initially gold miners from the Palmer, but increasingly 
new immigrants from the Chung Shan district of Kwangtung. During the 
eighteen eighties and nineties, the Chinese constituted between a 
quarter and a third of local population and thus were a cansplcuous 
feature of community life. Cairns contained a thriving Chinatown with 
two temples, while fifteen to twenty sampans plied the Barron River, 
carrying the produce from Chinese gardens along its banks. It is 
difficult for the modern observer to appreciate the omnipresence of the 
Chinese in Cairns during that era. > 
The presence of a large Chinese population living in such close 
quarters to Europeans raised a number of questions regarding their place 
in the local community. To what extent was their physical presence to 
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to tolerated? Were they to be allowed the benefits of community 
membership? Should they have a way in local government? In arriving 
at answers to these questions, Europeans acted on the assumption that 
segregation was the natural order. In some respects this involved 
actively avoiding contact with the Chinese or deliberately excluding 
them from community affairs; but in many areas of life, especially 
social and cultural activities, the segregation principle was applied 
negatively. Europeans simply did not think of associating with other 
races. 
Physical segregation was the most obvious manifestation of 
this outlook, and Chinatown its visible symbol. It must be stressed 
that the residential separation of the races resulted from Chinese as 
well as European preferences. Yet any departure from normal practice 
brought to light the latent strength of European feeling on the issue. 
In 1888, for instance, when a Chinese storekeeper tried to set up his 
business in the European commercial area, the Calms Post commented, 
"He Cthe Chinese] seems unable to realise that his countr3rmen must, 
at any rate, confine themselves to Chinatown." Public facilities 
also reflected the segregation principle, and here it was even more 
significant as it involved the supply of special facilities, often at 
extra cost to the authorities. The Cairns hospital contained an alien 
ward, significantly situated adjacent to the infestious diseases ward, 
while local trains were equipped with special inferior carriages for 
Chinese. In 1910, when a Chinese tried to enter a European carriage, 
he was assaulted. Commenting on the incident, a correspondent to the 
Cairns Post probably reflected popular sentiment when he expressed 
regret that violence had occurred, but nevertheless felt that: 
The democratic spirit, however proper among 
whites, should not be extended to aliens, 
however law abiding and respectable they 
might be.2 
In both residential and other forms of physical segregation, exceptions 
were allowed for the Westernised merchants. Several such wealthy 
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Chinese lived in the European residential area of Cairns, while 
merchants always travelled in first class railway carriages. 
These, however, were superficial concessions. In any matter 
which effected the European monopoly of power, the exclusion of the 
Chinese was more rigidly applied. In local government elections, for 
instance, the Chinese storekeepers, as ratepayers, were allowed to vote. 
Yet there were grave misgivings about allowing them to influence public 
policy. Ideally, candidates were supposed to take no account of Chinese 
Interests, and the charge of soliciting Chinese support was a serious 
accusation, often made against an opponent. In 1896 the use of Chinese 
proxies to determine the composition of the Cairns Hospital Board caused 
a minor furore and elicited the following comment from the usually 
pro-Chinese Cairns Argus; 
Does the end justify the means? Can the members 
of the committee feel proud of such celestial 
sponsorship? Would they not rather owe their 
return to a ballot shared in only by men of 
their own race?3 
The failure of Europeans to take account of Chinese interests in 
formulating public policy was demonstrated by a small Incident in 1903 
when a petition on the question of the Wednesday half holiday was 
disregarded on the grounds that "a great number of those signing their 
4 
names were Chinamen." It must be stressed that the Chinese involved 
in these questions were storekeepers who, in many other respects, were 
treated as honourary Europeans. 
In economic matters also, Chinese interests were disregarded. 
Their activities were seldom given assistance unless, as in the case of 
the banana industry, they were of exceptional benefit to Europeans. On 
a number of occasions the expenditure of public money on transport or 
other facilities was opposed on the grounds that it would "only benefit 
Chinamen". Similarly, prosperity amongst the Chinese was only regarded 
favourably if it aided indirectly in the development of the white 
community and resentment was often expressed at Chinese leaving Cairns 
with "good Australian sovereigns" which, presumably should have been in 
European hands. 
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By modern standards, such attitudes might appear blatantly 
anti-Chinese; but they did not necessarily signify active racial 
hostility. Most Europeans in Cairns welcomed the Chinese presence and 
maintained amicable relations with individual Chinese. On many 
occasions, the Cairns press opposed the doctrinaire sinophobia of the 
Labor movement and reacted angrily to outsiders who ascribed to the 
Cairns Chinese all the horrors associated with the "Yellow Peril". So 
long as the Chinese "kept their place", they were accepted in everyday 
life as part of the local environment. 
Moreover, even within the framework of contemporary racism, 
contacts between the Chinese and Europeans were more extensive and more 
amicable than studies of the anti-Chinese movement would indicate. 
Economic requirements were the main incentive to racial interaction, as 
was the case in any Australian country town where Europeans dealt with 
Chinese market gardeners, storekeepers and perhaps laundrymen. In 
tropical Queensland, however, economic relations were considerably more 
diverse and extensive. Basically, each race relied on the other for a 
different set of goods and services, reflecting J.S. Fumivall's 
observation that in a plural society, "...each section comes to have 
its own function in production and there is a tendency towards the 
grouping of several elements into distinct economic castes." Virtually 
all the goods and services which European's obtained from the Chinese 
reflected the latter's function as a source of manpower. Several 
hundred Chinese labourers were employed by Europeans, predominantly in 
in sugar mills, while the vegetables and locally grown fruit consumed 
by the white population were almost entirely grown by the Chinese. 
Even the large Chinese labour contractors and produce merchants were 
basically marshalling Chinese labour or its products for the European 
market. 
The exception to this rule was the general Chinese storekeeper 
who supplied a wide range of merchandise to the white community. All 
the larger merchants in Cairns included this as one of their functions; 
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their newspaper advertisements obviously aimed at the European market, 
listed not only garden produce and imported Chinese goods but also 
essentially European items such as drapery, boots, hats and sometimes 
dresses and suits. 
The Chinese, by contrast, dealt almost entirely with their 
own countrymen, to the chagrin of Europeans, who complained that money 
which entered the Chinese community never left it. Given the many 
other channels through which money flowed from the Chinese to Europeans, 
this was far from true; but certainly the average Chinese gardener or 
labourer obtained not only his essentially Chinese requirements, but 
also his farm equipment, building materials and so on from the one 
storekeeper of his own race. Thus, it was only in the purchase of 
wholesale goods that the Chinese dealt extensively with Europeans. 
Normally the Chinese only resorted to the white community for 
necessities which they were prevented from providing themselves, often 
as a result of either alien status, cultural ignorance, or the prejudices 
of the host society. Land, the first prerequisite for agriculture, 
could only be owned by naturalised citizens and thus Chinese gardeners 
were forced to lease their plots, (usually five to ten acres per man,) 
from Europeans, As the Chinese in Cairns leased several thousand acres 
in this way, at the exorbitant annual rental of £1 per acre it can be 
appreciated that the cash circulated as a result of Chinese rentals was 
a cornerstone of the local economy, 
Chinese farmers were also dependent for the export of their 
produce upon the more sophisticated long distance forms of transport 
provided by Europeans, notably railways, tramways and interstate ships. 
While this involved little exchange of cash between individuals, the 
money derived by shipping companies and local councils from the cartage 
of Chinese produce flowed onto European workers and thence to the 
commercial sector. Given the volume of banana exports from Cairns in 
the eighteen nineties, money circulated in this way amounted to many 
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thousands of pounds and provided an indirect source of income for a 
large number of Europeans. 
As Europeans monopolised the professions, the Chinese had 
frequent recourse to lawyers and sometimes to business managers for 
their legal or financial expertise. The Chinese made extensive use of 
the courts, and having little knowledge of court procedure, they relied 
heavily upon lawyers. The other main function performed by European 
professionals was that of representing the interests of the Chinese in 
dealings with external authorities, notably on matters of naturalisation 
or the ruling of a Government or statutory authority. Isolated efforts 
by the Chinese to communicate with the Government on their own behalf 
were generally disastrous as regards both language and protocol. 
Moreover, if the individual wanted his submission to carry weight, the 
backing of a solicitor or large mercantile firm was virtually necessary 
to counter-act the European tendency to ignore the Chinese. 
All the above relations between the races involved some 
exchange of money, and therefore promoted mutual interdependence. The 
interlocking of Chinese and European economic activities was perhaps 
better developed in Cairns than in any other region of Australia, and 
consequently gave rise to some active co-operation between the races, 
unusual by the standards of the day. The banana export industry, a 
source of considerable remuneration to both Chinese and Europeans was 
often confronted by difficulties as a result of bad shipping conditions 
or the unsympathetic attitudes of the states receiving the fruit. Thus, 
the Chinese merchants and the Cairns Chamber of Commerce frequently 
joined forces to combat these problems. The relationship was a useful 
one for both parties; the Chinese lacked Influence in dealing with the 
Governments or shipping companies at fault, while the European 
businessmen who comprised the Chamber of Commerce were dependent on the 
Chinese merchants to ascertain the views of the growers and advise them 
on appropriate courses of action. 
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The ramifications of such mutual dependence were felt beyond 
the economic sphere, in that it provided a positive incentive to 
amicable relations. Both races were aware that goodwill was valuable 
in furthering economic goals, the Chinese perhaps more so than 
Europeans. Being politically impotent and economically insecure, they 
relied heavily on the co-operation of local Europeans and therefore used 
all the means at their disposal to ensure that this was forthcoming. 
It was an institution, over the festive season, for Chinese gardeners 
and hawkers to present goodwill offerings to their landlords or 
customers, while during the Chinese New Year European farmers were 
entertained by the Chinese in their vicinity. In the town, the Chinese 
merchants kept open house and were visited by leading Europeans with 
whom they generally had economic dealings. One wealthy sugar grower. 
Ah Tong held an annual New Year feast of which a correspondent to the 
Cairns Argus wrote in 1897 "All the prominent citizens of the Mulgrave 
were present" and "quite a hundred guests sat down". 
Chinese social functions were also the occasion for public 
relations activities and when a merchant celebrated a major event, 
Europeans were generally invited. The most famous of these was a feast 
given by Lee Yan in 1896 to celebrate the birth of his son and attended 
by seventeen leading Europeans. Commenting on this function, the Sydney 
Bulletin noted contemptuously that "Cairns is the only town in Australia 
where it is en reale for whites to kiss Chinese babies and raise their 
hats to the infants' fathers." The involvement of leading citizens in 
such celebrations was no coincidence as it was important for the Chinese 
to maintain friendly relations with influential Europeans generally and 
not only with their business associates. The guest list of a dinner 
given by two merchants, Willie Ming and Ah Young in 1897 resembled a 
"Who's Who" of prominent Cairns citizens. It included the police 
magistrate, the town's leading lawyer, the Polynesian inspector, the 
Post Master, the Collector of Customs, a bank manager, the editor of 
the Cairns Argus and several leading businessmen, Stafford, the Police 
Magistrate, who headed the table, proposed a toast to the Emperor of 
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China and Milford the lawyer, to the Chinese of Cairns and district. 
Hollis, the manager of the Bank of Queensland, and Hansford, a 
businessman, replied on behalf of the Chinese. Such social interaction 
bears little relation to the anti-Chinese feeling which supposedly 
typified that era, and indeed it indicates that a degree of mutual 
esteem between the races was not impossible. 
Social events were not the only occasions for fostering 
goodwill. The Chinese, either individually or collectively, often 
involved themselves in the community activities of Cairns. It was 
common, at the time, for the town to "turn out" to celebrate a national 
event or welcome an important visitor, and on these occasions, the 
Chinese made an elaborate showing. Being virtually without political 
influence, they always took the opportunity to favourably Impress 
Governors and politicians who were feted with parades, fireworks and 
even an operatic performance. The main feature of these Chinese 
welcomes, however, was the inevitable address, generally read out by a 
Iwayer. These documents invariably contained a subtle but 
unmistakable request for fair treatment, sometimes reinforced by a 
reminder that Cairns would be worse off without Chinese enterprise. 
In the charitable drives, which were almost a daily occurrence 
in Cairns, the Chinese were always to the fore. Many causes which they 
supported were of no direct benefit to themselves. Amongst their diverse 
donations were prizes to school sports and local shows and refreshments 
for a function in aid of the Cairns Brass Band. Their names appeared 
on subscription lists for the Brisbane Flood Relief in 1893 and sundry 
collections for the families of accident victims. Hospitals, however, 
were the main object of Chinese charitable activities and in this case 
there was probably a practical motive: to avert resentment which might 
otherwise have resulted from their use of European facilities. The 
annual subscriptions of the Chinese merchants equalled, if not surpassed 
those of the European businessmen, while even the Chinese in less 
remunerative occupations donated 5/-, about a quarter of their weekly 
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income. The merchants often actively canvassed funds for the hospital 
and kept donation boxes in their stores. Many Chinese cultural events 
were made the occasion for charitable drives. In 1895 and 1896, the 
Chinese merchants organised charity performances of the visiting Chinese 
opera company, while fireworks displays during Chinese New Year were 
given in the same cause. 
The public relations value of these activities was severalfold. 
They enabled the Chinese not only to appear as public benefactors but 
also to express their solidarity with the local citizens and their 
concern for the welfare of Cairns. Lavish public displays also afforded 
the opportunity to impress Europeans with Chinese material culture. 
Dragons, lion dances, resplendent costumes and the inevitable fireworks 
all figured on these occasions and newspapers often commented on the 
impressive spectacle which they presented. 
The above examination makes no claim to have covered all 
aspects of interaction between Europeans and Chinese. The use of the 
law courts by the Chinese is a separate study in itself, while 
religious missions to the Chinese and inter-racial marriage raise a 
different set of issues from contacts initiated out of self Interest. 
However, economic relations, and their social ramifications seem to 
reflect most directly on contemporary racial attitudes. Significantly 
such relations were generally initiated not for their own sake but for 
reasons of self interest. Though extensive, they were superficial, 
pecuniary and usually cast the Chinese in a subordinate role. Even in 
social interaction between the Chinese and European merchants, where 
relations most nearly approached amicable equality, it was the Chinese 
who offered hospitality and the Europeans who condescended to accept it. 
It must be remembered, moreover, that public relations activities by the 
Chinese were necessitated in the first instance by the very racial 
prejudice which deprived them of influence on their own account. 
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While patterns of interaction were determined by contemporary 
racism, however, it was conversely true that any bridging of the racial 
gulf might have a modifying influence on the attitudes of Europeans 
Involved. Many economic dealings brought Chinese and Europeans face to 
face, and if this occurred often enough between the same individuals, 
friendly relations might result. Thus, landlords not Infrequently 
developed amicable and long standing relations with their tenants, while 
hawkers became well known to their regular customers. As indicated, 
especially close ties by contemporary standards developed between 
businessmen of each race who were associated economically. Thus, within 
limits, first hand contacts reduced the barrier of anonymity between 
the races and opened the way for greater understanding. 
There is no doubt, moreover, that Chinese activities 
specifically designed to win European goodwill had the desired effect 
upon all but the most prejudiced. Their hospitality and generosity are 
vividly recalled by old residents of the district and were also the 
subject of favourable comments by contemporaries. In 1894, for instance, 
a local businessman, introducing a deputation of Chinese merchants to 
the Premier, described then as "old residents of Calms who aided in 
o 
every good work in the place." 
Even though relations between Chinese and Europeans were 
generally trivial and pervaded by racist overtones, the very fact of 
living at close quarters to the Chinese seems to have fostered an 
atmosphere of familiarity in which the more terrifying and lurid tenets 
of sinophobia had no place. Commenting on the phsychological influence 
of casual racial contacts, G. Allport noted: 
Contacts which bring knowledge and acquaintance 
are likely to engender sounder beliefs concerning 
minority groups and for this reason, contribute 
to the reduction of prejudice.9 
Certainly community life, even in a pro-Chinese town such as 
Cairns, was a mirror of contemporary racism. However the image was 
softened and its outlines considerably blurred by the amicable everyday 
contacts which local circumstances promoted. 
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